New Shoes 


Chapter | 
In the quaint town of Moberry there lived a peculiar young girl named Emily 
Liddicott. The Liddicotts were hopelessly old-fashioned, but 12-year-old Emily 
was a bit more open to the ever-changing world around her than her 
grandparents were. 

Emily's bedroom was a charming sanctuary that reflected her old- 
fashioned sensibilities, as well as her openness to new things—from her 
prized vintage chess set to posters of her favorite science fiction films. 

Awakening to the lively ring of her twin-bell alarm clock, Emily rose 
from her bed and approached her wardrobe. She carefully selected her 
favorite blue dress, even though most girls at her school didn't wear dresses. 
Her grandparents, however, assured her it was the proper attire for a young 
lady. Completing her ensemble, she slipped on her shiniest pair of ballet 
dress shoes adorned with little bows, and hurried downstairs for breakfast. 

The delightful aroma of frying eggs and bacon greeted Emily as she 
entered the kitchen. Her apron-clad grandmother was humming a pleasing 
melody as she cooked. "G'morning, Em," she greeted with warmth. 

Emily's face lit up with joy. "Yes, it is," she replied, eagerly anticipating 
another day of enriching education. Taking her usual seat at the table, she 
patiently waited for breakfast to be served. Emily loved this breakfast, but 
often found herself longing for a sweet pastry or a bowl of cereal instead. 

Old Mr. Liddicott slowly made his way into the kitchen, holding an 
important-looking sheet of paper. "Don’t forget your old pal Chopin," he said, 
handing Emily sheet music to practice at school. 

"| would never forget Chopin," Emily replied matter-of-factly. Mrs. 
Liddicott placed the familiar dish in front of Emily. She bashfully poked her 
eggs with her fork. "You know, I’ve been practicing another piece, too. It’s 
from a film." 

"Oh?" Mr, Liddicott inquired. "And what film might this be?" 

Emily hesitated slightly. "Er, Galaxia IV: The Dark Empire." 

Mrs. Liddicott was taken aback. She was not sure about such science- 
fiction films. "I don’t know about those films, Em. Maybe you should focus on 
your other hobbies, like chess." 

"My love of chess is as true as steel. But the newest installment 
premieres in a few weeks, and | was hoping | could go." 

"Right. Well, your grandfather and | will think about it. Now, be a good 
girl and finish your breakfast. You’ve got a big day ahead of you." 

"Yes, Grandmother. And | am most grateful to you for cooking me this 
bountiful meal and for all you and Grandfather do for me." 

"There’s a sweetheart," Mr. Liddicott chimed in. "You'll make a great 
deal of friends this semester; | can tell!" 

Emily beamed with hope, embracing her grandfather's prediction, and 
eagerly anticipating the possibilities that lay ahead. 

Chapter II 


On the bus ride to school, some girls were quietly mocking the way Emily 
dressed, but her excitement must have overshadowed their comments. She 
adored everything about school, and Mondays held a special place in her 
soul. Despite attending a perfectly normal middle school, Emily didn't quite 
fit in with anyone there, yet she never saw herself as different. 

With a beaming grin and her bookbag in hand, Emily waltzed into 
school with a spring in her stride, taking in the scent of freshly sanitized tiles. 
As she approached her locker, she noticed a group of boys, including Randal 
and his two sidekicks, giggling over something. 

"Excuse me," Emily spoke up, her curiosity piqued. "Are you laughing 
at a funny joke? | love jokes!" 

"Why are you dressed like a creepy doll in a horror movie?" asked 
Randal, trying his best to sound tough. "It's not 1800." 

Innocently, Emily replied, "Why are you afraid of dolls?" Her question 
was sincere, not meant as a comeback. The other boys burst into giggles, 
but Randal silenced them with a glare. 

"I'm not afraid of dolls!" Randal retorted, annoyed. "I'm afraid of eerie 
girls like you, who might murder me in my sleep." 

"Why are you afraid of girls?" Emily inquired politely, unwittingly 
winning an argument she didn't even realize she was participating in. 

"One more comment like that and we'll have a roast on our hands," 
one of the boys chimed in, diffusing the tension. They all departed for their 
respective classes. 

Feeling belittled, Randal snatched Emily's bag from her hands and held 
it out of her reach. Randal was much taller than Emily, who was short for her 
age. 

"Hey, that's not your bag!" Emily shouted. 

"If you want it back, you'll have to bark like a good little donkey," 
Randal taunted. 

"Donkeys don't bark. Oh, you're more than welcome to borrow my 
bookbag, Randal, but | need my sheet music first. It's very important to me." 

Emily's unwavering kindness left Randal dumbfounded. "Don't you 
ever get mad!? You're so weird." He rummaged through her bag, finding the 
sheet music, and cruelly tearing it to shreds before her eyes. 

Emily wasn't angry, but deeply disheartened. "That wasn't very kind, 
Randal." 

Witnessing Randal's heinous act, a girl passing by stepped in like a 
knight on her steed. She pulled out a small spray bottle from her bag and 
confronted Randal. "Leave her alone!" she yelled, pointing the bottle at him 
with her finger firmly on the spray top. "This is pepper spray, creep, and it 
stings like hell!" 

Reluctantly fearing the sting, Randal threw Emily's bag down. "I'm only 
leaving because of class," he said, feigning indifference, before walking 
away. 


Emily knelt to gather the torn pieces of her sheet music. "Oh, this is 
terrible," she lamented with a frown. "All the balloons in the world couldn't 
lift my spirits." 

The girl who came to her rescue knelt to help. "You can't let people 
treat you like that," she advised. "| would have started throwing hands. | 
have no tolerance for losers like him." 

"Thank you for saving me," Emily expressed her gratitude. "Randal 
always picks on me. Maybe he doesn't know how to be friends." 

"No problem. That wasn't actually pepper spray; it's Moonlight 
Harmony Body Mist. But that kid isn't the brightest bulb. By the way, I'm 
Raven." 

"What a beautiful name for a beautiful soul." Emily introduced herself 
warmly with a handshake. "I'm Emily Liddicott." 

"You're too pure for this world, dude," Raven remarked. 

Emily's eyes were fixed on her tattered sheet music, realizing it was 
beyond salvage. "Fiddle-faddle! My Chopin is ruined." 

Raven examined the torn sheet music more closely, her eyes scanning 
the pieces. "Don't worry, Emily. | have the complete sheets for this. We're 
actually in the same piano class, dude. We can practice together if want," 
she offered with a friendly smile. 

Emily's face lit up with joy upon hearing this. "Really? That's fantastic!" 
she exclaimed, her excitement evident in her voice. 

"Great! How about we meet up after class?" Raven suggested. 

Emily nodded eagerly, her anticipation building. 

"Oh, and if you want, you can have this body spray. You know, just in 
case Jerkules decides to bother you again," Raven said, pulling out the small 
bottle from her bag. 

Emily's eyes widened in gratitude. "Wow, for me?" She graciously 
bowed her head. "Gosh, I'll cherish this wonderful gift forever and ever." 

Raven shrugged casually. "Or until it runs out." 

Chapter III 
After finishing all her classes, the ever-studious Emily headed to the music 
room to practice with her newfound friend. As she entered, the delicate 
notes of Chopin's classics filled the air, albeit in a simplified arrangement for 
middleschoolers. Raven was at the piano, playing with more passion than 
Skill. 

"That's beautiful!" Emily exclaimed as she approached. 

“Thanks, | guess," Raven replied modestly. "I mean, | didn't write it." 

"I'm sure the original composer would be proud. Would you mind if | 
joined you?" 

Raven stopped playing and looked at Emily with a bemused 
expression. "Emily, you're seriously too kind. Of course you can join me." She 
moved to an adjacent stool, offering Emily a place to sit. "Here, I'll be your 
page-turner." 


Emily gracefully bowed and took her seat in front of the piano keys. 
"Just so you know, I'm still getting the hang of sight-reading. Before this 
class, | mostly played by ear." 

"Don't worry, dude. Babies don't learn to talk on day one. I'm here to 
help," Raven reassured her. 

With confidence radiating from Emily, she fearlessly performed in front 
of her new friend. Though her tempo was slow, it provided valuable practice. 
After a brief pause, Emily mustered the courage to ask a question. "Raven, 
can | ask you something?" 

Raven gave another bemused expression. "As if I'd say no. What's on 
your mind?" 

"Why are you interested in helping me? Is this some sort of prank? | 
don't like tricks." 

"At ease, soldier. | come in peace. | don't have many friends in this 
podunk town, and you seemed cool." 

Emily had never been called "cool" before. What a wonderful day it had 
turned out to be. "Well, | don't know about 'cool'. I'm just an average kid who 
loves school, learning, and friendship. But | find it hard to believe that 
someone like you wouldn't have lots of friends here." 

"| don't know, | guess someone like me is bound to stand out in a place 
like this." Emily hit a couple of sour notes, and Raven leaned in to help. 
"Here, your fingering is a bit off." 

"Why on Earth would someone like you be singled out?" Emily asked, 
genuinely puzzled. 

"When you look at me, what's the first thing you notice? Don't worry, | 
won't be mad." 

"You have a smile that matches your beautiful soul." 

"First of all, that's the nicest thing anyone's ever said to me, and | 
really appreciate it. But, come on, isn't there something else you notice 
about my appearance that's different from all the other students here?" 

"You're a little taller, if you don't mind me saying, but that's perfectly 
fine," Emily replied. 

Raven burst into laughter. "Sure, let's go with that." 

Chapter IV 
As Emily stepped off the bus and entered her home, a sense of magic 
lingered in the air. She hummed a joyful tune, her spirit uplifted. Mr. and Mrs. 
Liddicott were engrossed in a gameshow, but her presence didn't go 
unnoticed. 

"Someone's certainly in high spirits today," Mr. Liddicott remarked, 
glancing at Emily. 

"| take it you had a great day?" Mrs. Liddicott inquired, her eyes filled 
with curiosity. 

"It was absolutely magicaaal," Emily sang gleefully. "| made a new 
friend today!" 

Her grandparents couldn't contain their delight. "That's wonderful to 
hear!" Mr. Liddicott exclaimed. "What's her name?" 


"Or his name," Mrs. Liddicott added, reminding Emily of the 
possibilities. 

"Her name is Raven," Emily replied, her voice brimming’ with 
excitement. "I can't wait for you to meet her." 

"Raven?" Mrs. Liddicott repeated, raising an eyebrow. "That's quite an 
interesting name." 

Emily started making her way towards the stairs. "You'll adore her. 
She's a bit self-conscious about her height, but she's absolutely lovely, 
strong, kind, and beautiful, among a thousand other wonderful qualities." 

Mrs. Liddicott beamed with happiness. "I'm thrilled for you, Em. I'll 
make some of your favorite fried pies to celebrate this special occasion." 

Emily let out a delighted squeal and dashed up the stairs, anticipation 
bubbling within her. 

Chapter V 

The sun rose on a new day as Emily readied herself for school, with a 
newfound pep and eagerness to get going. She put on her usual dress and 
shoes, but today she welcomed the Moonlight Harmony Body Mist into her 
morning ensemble with a spritz here and there. She moseyed downstairs, 
but Mrs. Liddicott had not even started breakfast yet. She was in the living 
room, listening to the radio as she drank her morning coffee. Mr. Liddicott 
was still sound asleep at this early hour. 

"Someone's up early," said Mrs. Liddicott. 

"I’m just so eager to enrich my life with knowledge and learning," Emily 
replied. 

Her grandmother could see right through Emily. "Too excited to sleep, 
huh? You must be itching to see your friend again. | Know what’s going on 
here. She’ll be there, Em. Just hold your horses.". While Emily was indeed 
eager to learn, as she always was, her grandmother was not wrong. 

“Oh, my horses can’t be contained!" 

"The bus won’t be here for another hour, dear. Why don’t you tell me 
more about her?" 

Emily was overflowing with excitement to tell her grandmother all 
about Raven. Mrs. Liddicott looked at her granddaughter thoughtfully. "What 
kind of girl is Raven?" she asked, the name Raven sounding almost like a 
foreign word coming from her mouth. "What does she look like?" 

"Raven is absolutely beautiful," Emily gushed. "She has the most 
striking features | have ever seen all school year. Her eyes are a deep brown 
as rich as dark chocolate, and her skin is smooth and flawless. She has full 
lips that produce the loveliest smile, and her black hair is a thick crown of 
tight curls that frames her face like a delicate painting. She's also tall and 
carries herself with such grace and poise that you'd think she were a queen 
in her castle. Her true beauty, however, comes from her impeccable style 
and personality." 

But when Emily finished, Mrs. Liddicott had a serious expression on her 
face. "You know, Emily, it's important to have friends who are like you. Birds 
of a feather should flock together." 


Emily frowned. "Whatever do you mean, Grandmother?" 

"Why, people who are different sometimes have different values and 
beliefs, and it can be difficult to connect with them," Mrs. Liddicott explained. 

"Oh, but Raven and | get along great! We're as thick as thieves, her 
and |. We have so much in common, even though we're different in some 
ways," Emily protested. 

Mrs. Liddicott smiled kindly. "I'm glad you're making new friends, dear. 
I'm sure you'll make many new friends this year." 

Emily managed a smile, but let out an inaudible sigh. "Thank you, 
Grandmother." 

"The bus won't be here for some time, so how about | make you a 
special breakfast?" 

Emily gasped. A special breakfast could only mean one _ thing. 
"Homemade pancakes with lots of maple syrup, whipped cream, and topped 
with fresh fruit!?" 

Mrs. Liddicott nodded and gave a Satisfied grin. 

"Your homemade pancakes are a true breakfast classic that always 
remind me of lazy weekend mornings with family." 

As Emily sat patiently awaiting a delicious breakfast, she could only 
think about how lucky she was to have such a great new friend, no matter 
what anyone else said. 

Chapter VI 

The sun rose on a new day of school and Emily was thoroughly excited 
to see her friend as well as her boundless love for learning. As Emily stepped 
out of her beloved introductory algebra class, she couldn't help but feel a 
burst of energy and excitement for the subject. Today's lesson was simply 
splendid, at least according to Emily. She danced playfully in the hallway, 
singing sweetly to herself. 


Numbers and symbols, they dance and play! 
A puzzle to solve, a challenge each day! 


Other students passing by gave her strange looks, but Emily didn't 
even notice. She felt so happy and alive because now she should see Raven. 
Emily felt like she'd discovered a special treasure that no one else knew 
about. 

As Emily gracefully carried herself down the hall, she saw Raven and 
could not contain her smile. Emily kindly greeted her friend with a polite 
handshake. Raven couldn't help but giggle at the formality of it all, but she 
appreciated Emily's sincerity. 

"How wonderful to see you here," said Emily, her voice filled with 
warmth. "You bring so much joy and inspiration into my life." 

"I'm not an inspiration, trust me What’ll you get to know me." Raven 
lazily pointed down the hall. "Wanna go practice?" 

Emily assented. "Absolutely!" 


As they walked together, Emily thought about what her grandmother 
said—about how different Raven was from herself—but quickly stowed these 
thoughts. 

As Emily and Raven walked down the hall, Emily excitedly told Raven 
about the latest sci-fi film she wanted to see, Galaxia IV. "Oh, it's simply the 
best," Emily gushed. "The original was released back in 2057, and they only 
release one every five years." 

"Wait, wouldn't they be way past four at this point?” 

"That's the thing; the number is based on its place in the timeline. The 
previous film was Galaxia VII. Okay, let me back up. Galaxia /-//l saw Lord 
Alvari's downfall, leading to a war between two galaxies along with 23 
smaller galaxies. It's complicated. Oh, | should mention the magic system 
and the Seven Orbs of Zell, also Known as the Arbitron Devices. Oh! | haven't 
even mentioned the Dark Empire. Oh. My. Stars. | could talk about the Dark 
Empire for hours." As Emily excitedly stumbled through explaining her 
favorite film series, she could see that Raven seemed lost. "I'm sorry; | 
should have rehearsed this." 

Raven listens intently but doesn't seem to share Emily's enthusiasm for 
the genre. "No, you're fine, dude," said Raven comfortingly. "I'm just not that 
into space movies." 

Emily felt embarrassed to bring it up. "I hope you can forgive me. We 
don't have to talk about Galaxia. Gee, I’m sorry." 

Raven looked at Emily encouragingly. "Don’t be. So, tell me more 
about Ga/axia. What do you like about it?" 

Emily took a deep breath and told Raven all about the amazing special 
effects, the intricate world-building, and the captivating ongoing saga. It was 
refreshing to have a friend who didn't judge her for uncommon interests. 

Chapter VII 
Emily and Raven went into the music room to practice. They enjoyed playing 
together, but someone had followed them. To Raven's dismay, it was Randal. 

"Ocupado," said Raven, hoping Randal would leave. She wanted to say 
more, but held her tongue. 

"Don't mind me," Randal replied snidely. "I'm just here to listen." 
Raven knew he was up to no good. 

"That's wonderful!" said Emily, ecstatically. "| never knew you had an 
interest in classical music. | can't wait to tell you all about Chopin. Did you 
know that he was quite particular about the brand of piano he played? Why, 
it's said that his performance contracts specified that only Pleyel pianos 
could be used. Chopin was also among the first-" 

"Yawn," interupted Randal. "If Chopin is so great, then why is he 
dead?" 

Raven gave an incredulous look. "Because he was born centuries ago?" 

Emily felt a litthe hurt, as Chopin was among her favorite musicians. 
Emily and Raven ignored Randall's rude comment and continued to practice. 
But Randal wasn't satisfied with just listening. He began to make distracting 


noises, tapping his foot and humming off-key. Raven tried to ignore him, but 
it was becoming difficult to focus. 

"Could you please stop?" asked Raven, turning to face Randal. "We're 
trying to practice, so kindly piss off." 

"Make me," he taunted. 

Emily spoke up, "Randal, why don't you join us? You can play the 
tambourine or the triangle." Emily felt a sudden joy in her heart. "Oh, we can 
make it a trio!" 

Raven rolled her eyes. "Emily, he's clowning on you. He's just trying to 
get under your skin." 

"That's alright, Raven. Maybe Randal is hiding a deep inner pain from a 
difficult home life, and meanness is his way of handling these feelings.” 

She turned to him with caring eyes. "Hey, Randal," she said gently. "Is 
everything okay?" 

Randal looked up, surprised at the sudden change in tone. An 
uncomfortable silence filled the room. Randal hesitated for a moment before 
finally speaking. "It's nothing," he muttered. 

Emily turned on her stool to face Randal, her legs playfully rocking 
back and forth and her dress shoes glinting in the white lights above. "Well, 
it just seems like you're not enjoying the music. Is there something bothering 
you?" Emily asked. “I can play something else if you like.” 

Raven signed and decided to play along. "Come on, you can tell us," 
Raven chimed in. "We're your best friends." Her tone was disingenuous, 
almost mocking. 

Randal looked deeply distraught. Suddenly, he erupted and grabbed 
Emily's foot, taking one of her shoes. Raven was dumbfounded. 

"Hey, my shoe!" Emily shouted. "Why did you take my shoe, Randal? 
Surely we don’t share a shoe size.” 

Raven was livid. "What’s your problem? How does it feel to be this 
pathetic?" She tried to chase after him, but Randal was fast. Raven stayed 
behind to comfort Emily. 

Emily was still in shock. "Wh-what just happened?" she asked Raven. 

Raven shook her head. "I don't know, but I'll make sure he pays for 
what he did. Don't worry about your shoe—we'll get it back." 

But Emily couldn't help feeling sorry for Randal. "| wonder what's going 
on in his life to make him act like this," she said. 

Raven looked at her friend with surprise. "You're seriously not angry?" 

Emily shrugged. "I'm disappointed, but | don't want hate in my heart. 
Maybe if we can understand what's going on, we can help him." 

"Once again, you're too pure for this world. | have no patience for 
creeps like that. Trust me, I’m holding back. I’m trying not to get expelled on 
my first week here." Raven began unstrapping her sneakers. 

"What's this?" 

"You can borrow my sneakers." 

Emily was touched by Raven's kind gesture. "Thank you so much, 
Raven. You're the best friend anyone could ask for." 


Raven smiled, trying her best to reciprocate. "Hey, we're in this 
together, dude. A couple of outcasts like us have each other's backs." She 
handed Emily her sneakers, and the two girls sat down to continue their 
piano practice. Despite the interruption, they were determined to make the 
most of their time together. 

As they walked out of the music room, Emily couldn't help but feel 
grateful for Raven's friendship. She knew that no matter what happened, 
Raven would always be there for her, and she would be there for Raven too. 

Chapter VIII 
After a wonderfully eventful day at school, Emily's heart danced with joy as 
she skipped through the door of her home. She couldn't contain her 
excitement about having new sneakers. She had never worn such shoes. 
They felt like warm hugs. With each twirl and spin, she sang a whimsical 
tune that echoed through the house, singing to the melody of Mr. Liddicott's 
ragtime record. 


Oh, my sneakers, how they make me fly, 
With each step | take, | touch can the sky! 


As Emily continued her delightful dance, her voice filled every corner of 
her home. Mr. Liddicott emerged from his chair. His eyes twinkled with 
warmth, and a smile tugged at the corners of his lips. "Ah, my dear," he 
greeted her with open arms. "Home at last, | see. Your heavenly voice could 
make angels weep." 

Emily rushed into her grandfather's embrace, feeling his love envelope 
her. "Grandfather, you won't believe the adventure I've had today! Raven 
lent me her sneakers, and they're like magic. They make me feel like | can 
do anything!" 

Mr. Liddicott chuckled, his voice like a comforting song. "Good 
company does wonders for the soul, my dear." 

An apron-clad Mrs. Liddicott entered from the kitchen, stirring a bowl of 
batter for supper's bread. Emily was met with a stern gaze from her 
grandmother. Mrs. Liddicott's disapproving eyes fell on Emily's sneakers. She 
said nothing. Her look said it all. 

Emily's joyful expression faltered. She had been so caught up in the 
excitement of her new shoes that she hadn't considered how they might be 
received by her grandmother. 

"They're sneakers," said Emily, a guilty smile on her face. 

"Sneakers are not suitable shoes for a refined young lady." 

Emily's excitement waned, and she felt a pang of disappointment. "But 
Grandmother," Emily protested gently, "these sneakers make me feel so 
light and so free. They were a gift from Raven, and they mean so much to 
me." 

Mrs. Liddicott softened her expression, realizing the genuine joy her 
granddaughter found in her new shoes. 


"| understand, Emily," she said, her tone more understanding. "It's 
okay to wear them sometimes, but do try to dress yourself in a manner that 
best befits a lovely young girl." 

"You're not angry at me?" asked Emily. Mrs. Liddicott gave a 
comforting smile. 

Mr. Liddicott put a hand on her shoulder. "You could never disappoint 
us, my dear. We think the world of you." 

Emily felt more at ease hearing her grandparents’ acceptance. "How'd 


| ever end up with such wonderful grandparents? I'm forever grateful. I'll try 
to find a balance between comfort and elegance." 
Feeling exhilarated, Emily danced her way toward the stairs. "I'll only 


wear them after school." 

"That's a brilliant idea, Em!" replied Mrs. Liddicott. 

Though Emily's ideals and tastes were different from her grandparents 
in many ways, their love and understanding for each other would always 
bridge the gap between generations. Emily embraced the harmony of both 
tradition and self-expression, ready to face the world with grace and 
honesty. 

Chapter IX 
As the night settled in and both moons cast a gentle glow through Emily's 
bedroom window, she opened her diary and picked up her pen. She sat 
cross-legged on her bed in her pajamas. A flickering candle beside her added 
an enchanting ambiance to her private sanctuary. 


August 24, 2088 

Tonight, as the candle's glow warms my spirit, | find myself 
filled with many emotions. Raven so kindly gave me new shoes when | 
was in need, and I'm so grateful for our budding friendship. Raven 
likes me not just for the things she sees in herself but for the things 
that make us different. Even now, my heart sings with gratitude and 
hope. She's more than a friend; she's—oh, if only my words could 
capture my heart in this intimate moment. A book of sighs wouldn't be 
enough. 

But there's also a sting in my heart. Randal tries so much to 
hurt me, his words like daggers and actions | would never do to him 
even in my worst nightmares. It's difficult not to let his meanness 
affect me. | wonder why he feels he must bring others down, as if his 
own struggles can only find solace in causing pain to those around 
him. We cannot rise by bringing others down. My heart aches for him 
and for the battles he may be fighting in silence. 

But tomorrow is a new day and a new opportunity to be the 
best me I can be. Thank you for listening. 


ery Elie Beth Liddicott ¥ 
As the night carried her in its comforting embrace, Emily drifted into a 
peaceful sleep, anxious to meet the next day with love and an open mind. 
Chapter X 

The sun proudly stretched its rays over the schoolyard. Emily stepped onto 
the campus wearing her second-favorite pair of dress shoes—a classic pair 
with elegant bows, the gentle click-clack of her shoes accompanying every 
step. AS much as she enjoyed these lovely shoes, she carried her beloved 
sneakers in her bookbag for after school. 


Her classes had all been going splendidly. As the final bell rang, Emily 
gathered her belongings and eagerly made her way out of the classroom for 
Far Land history. With pages full of good notes and her mind captivated by 
the stories of her country's founding. Its elective monarchy had endured for 
millennia, and Emily hoped her friendship with Raven would be as steadfast. 

Emily effortlessly glided down the hall with a melody in her heart, her 
voice resonating with enthusiasm and civic pride. 


Oh, Far Land, my land so grand 
A just kingdom, we proudly stand 
Elections with ballots, our voices unite 
Choosing our fair Queen, oh, what a sight! 


As Emily made her way through the bustling school halls and funny 
looks, her eyes scanned the sea of students, searching for a glimpse of her 
dear friend Raven. 

"Raven!" Emily sang out, her soft voice filled with joy and adoration. 
However, her playful anticipation turned to concern as she noticed a 
commotion near the lockers. Emily's heart sank when she saw Raven being 
picked on by Randal and his mischievous followers. 

"You're not special," Randal jeered. "No one wants you. It's no wonder 
you don't have any friends. That's why only that freak Emily can stand you." 

Raven was livid but kept her composure. "Why don't you tell everyone 
the real reason why you don't like me? Go ahead, show us who you really 
are." 

Their taunting words and jeering laughter echoed through the corridor. 
Emily's protective instincts kicked in, and she rushed to her friend's side. 
"Hey! Leave Raven alone!" Emily's voice rang with confidence and strength. 
It was unheard of to hear her speak so fiercely. 

Raven looked over, her eyes reflecting a mix of relief and surprise. 

Though Emily was short, she seemed as tall as a mountain in this 
moment. "Randal, why do you have to be like this? How would you feel if 
someone treated you this way?" 

Randal's face flushed with a mix of embarrassment and defiance. He 
had never been confronted so directly, especially by someone like Emily, 
who exuded kindness and compassion. He rolled his eyes and began walking 
away. "Whatever," he shrugged. "I'm only leaving because | have a club 
meeting." 

Emily's focus shifted to Raven, who stood beside her. Emily placed her 
hand on Raven's back, offering a silent gesture of her solidarity and 
friendship 

"That was awesome," said Raven. She looked at Emily with kindness in 
her eyes. "I've got one hell of a good friend looking out for me." 

"You don't have to face the world alone, Raven. Together, we're 
stronger." 


As the tension dissipated, the girls made their way outside to wait for 
their rides home. They found solace on the benches outside the school; the 
gentle breeze brushed against their faces as they sat side by side and had a 
good talk. Emily had changed into her sneakers and felt like a brand-new 
person. Before they knew it, twenty minutes had passed. 

Raven let out a long sigh, her shoulders slumping as if carrying the 
weight of the world. "I guess sometimes it feels like no one gets it, you 
know? Like I'm stuck in this web of judgment wherever | go. I'm glad | have 
someone like you in my life." 

Emily nodded in understanding. She could sense the weight of Raven's 
struggles, and her heart longed to provide solace. She took a deep breath, 
summoning the courage to express her own feelings. 

"I... | feel the same way sometimes, Raven," Emily began, her voice 
hesitant. "But when I'm with you, everything feels different. You make me 
feel... alive. It's like you understand me." 

Raven turned to Emily, a flicker of surprise in her eyes. "You feel the 
same way?" Raven's smile was gentle and reassuring. They had become lost 
in the moment, and Raven's mother had pulled up. Raven let out a sigh of 
disappointment. "Dang, that's my mom. I've got to get going." 

Emily's cheeks were flushed, and she nervously twirled a strand of her 
hair around her finger. She wished they could have talked a little longer. 
"Oh," said Emily, her eyes fixed on the ground. "Don't let me keep you." 

Raven turned to Emily with a hopeful smile. "I'm sure she wouldn't 
mind if you rode with us. We can drop you off. That way, we can talk more." 

Emily's eyes lit with excitement. "What an excellent idea!" she 
exclaimed. 

"And don't be nervous," said Raven. "I've told her about you. She'll be 
happy to meet you." 

"Likewise!" 

Raven extended her hand with joking formality. "Shall we?" 

Chapter XI 
Raven led Emily to a modest black car parked near the school entrance. As 
they approached, a heavyset woman with a welcoming smile opened the 
passenger door for Raven. Her presence exuded kindness and warmth. 

"Emily, this is my mom," Raven introduced proudly, gesturing towards 
her mother. "I thought we could give her a ride." 

"It's a most wondrous pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Raven's Mother," 
Emily greeted warmly. 

Raven's mother exuded confidence and excitement. She was thrilled 
that Raven had made a new friend. "Nice to meet you. Raven talks highly of 
you. Come on, hop in. I'll take you home. That's not a problem." 

“Thank you so very much, Mrs. Raven’s Mother,” said Emily, 
graciously. 

The car hummed softly as they pulled away from the school, 
embarking on a journey to Emily's home. "You can call me Mrs. Pruitt." 


As Emily settled into the car, Mrs. Pruitt glanced at her through the 
rearview mirror with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. "So, Emily," Mrs. Pruitt 
began, a playful grin on her face, "Raven has told me all about your 
adventures at school. She says you two make quite the, in her words, 
‘dynamic duo.’" 

Raven's cheeks flushed, and she let out an embarrassed groan. "Mom, 
| didn't say it like that." 

Mrs. Pruitt chuckled, undeterred. "Oh, you should see the drawings 
she's made of you flying around in outer space. | didn't know you were an 
astronaut." 

Emily couldn't help but giggle. "Maybe someday!" 

"Mom, stop..." Raven groaned. "It's from a movie she likes." 

Emily's heart fluttered, knowing her friend had remembered her love of 
science fiction. "Well, Mrs. Pruitt, Raven is a remarkable friend. She always 
keeps me on my toes. She has such a beautiful soul. | can't wait to see the 
artwork!" 

Mrs. Pruitt winked at Emily through the mirror. "Oh, she's a handful. 
But maybe you'll straighten her out. Lord knows she needs someone to 
balance out her mischief. She broke a window last week. Guess she was mad 
at it." 

Raven slumped in her seat, pretending to be exasperated. "Gee, 
thanks, Mom. | really appreciate you airing out my proudest moments. And 
the window was an unintended side effect of being bad at baseball." 

Emily couldn't help but feel like part of the Pruitt family. She felt at 
ease and welcomed. 

"Thank you for the ride, Mrs. Pruitt," Emily said, her voice filled with 
warmth. "And thank you for the laughs." 

"Good to hear," Mrs. Pruitt replied politely. "You know, we're having a 
barbecue this weekend. We're big on family get-togethers and would love to 
have you.” 

Emily's eyes lit up with excitement. "A barbecue sounds amazing! It 
would be a great honor to attend. 

"Gooble-gobble," Raven said jokingly, "one of us. Hope you're ready for 
the circus." 

Emily couldn't help but imagine the laughter and joy that awaited her 
at the barbecue. "I can't wait. It sounds like a lot of fun." 

Mrs. Pruitt's smile widened. "It's my pleasure, Emily. We're gonna 
make you feel right at home." 

They continued chatting all the way to Emily’s house, sharing joy and 
laughter. 

Chapter XIl 
Emily's heart was filled with warmth as she stepped out of Mrs. Pruitt's car 
and onto the familiar sidewalk in front of her home, waving goodbye to 
Raven and her mother. 


Emily danced in her sneakers as she made her way up the path lined 
with blooming flowers to the front door. She expected to hear the sweet 
sound of her grandfather's records, but there was no music today. 

She walked inside to find her grandparents pacing around the living 
room. 

"Emily!" Mrs. Liddicott's voice echoed, filled with concern. "Where were 
you? The school called, and they said you weren't on the bus coming home." 

Emily's heart sank, realizing the confusion she'd caused. "Oh my gosh, 
I'm sorry," Emily said, her voice tinged with regret. Her eyes lowered, and a 
sense of guilt came over her. "I rode home with Raven and her mother. She 
offered to give me a ride, and | thought it would be okay." 

Mrs. Liddicott's expression softened as she listened, but her worry still 
lingered. "Oh, Emily, we were so worried.” 

Mr. Liddicott seemed less worried. He placed his hand on Emily's 
shoulder, and she looked up to meet his comforting gaze. "It was mostly your 
grandmother, dear. "A smart young lady like you, | knew you were okay." 

"You're not mad at me?" asked Emily, a look of sadness and 
disappointment on her face. 

"Of course not," replied Mrs. Liddicott, her voice softening. "But it's 
important to let us know if there are any changes to your routine. Do you 
remember the promise | made to your mother?" 

"That you'd always protect me," Emily replied quickly, as she'd heard 
the story of her grandmother's promise many times. 

Mr. Liddicott, always the optimist, placed a reassuring hand on Emily's 
shoulder. "We're just glad you're safe, my dear. Thank goodness for kind 
friends and their parents." He made his way to the record player. "How about 
a little jazz to celebrate?" 

Emily nodded politely, although she was feeling a mix of relief and 
guilt. She understood her grandparents' concerns and vowed to herself that 
she would communicate better in the future. "Oh," she said, remembering 
something, "on that note, there's something | wanted to ask you." 

Pleasant music at a low volume filled the room. Mrs. Liddicott had sat 
down in her favorite chair to listen to Emily's questions. "Of course," she 
said. "What's on your mind?" 

Mr. Liddicott softly laughed. "You want to spend time with your friend, 
don't you? Your grandmother and | were young once, about a thousand 
summers ago." 

Mrs. Liddicott glared at him. "Let her tell us." 

Emily took a deep breath, gathering the courage to explain the 
upcoming barbecue she wanted to attend. Her grandparents, still a bit on 
edge, looked at her curiously. 

"Grandmother, Grandfather," Emily began, her voice filled with 
enthusiasm, "my dearest, most kind, most wonderful, most excellent 
guardians, Raven and her mother, Mrs. Pruitt, invited me to a family 
barbecue this weekend. It's going to be a gathering of friends and relatives, 


and she thought it would be great if | could join them... if that's okay with 
you, of course." 

Mrs. Liddicott's brow furrowed slightly, her concern resurfacing. "But, 
Emily, we don't know the Pruitts. How can we be sure it's safe for you?" 

Emily nodded earnestly, eager to alleviate their worries. "| understand 
your concern, grandmother. But I've gotten to know Raven very well over 
this short time, and she's, well, my closest friend. Mrs. Pruitt is amazing, just 
like Raven. | promise they're a loving and welcoming family, and | truly 
believe it would be a wonderful opportunity for me to get to know them 
better. It's just... | don't have any real friends, and Raven means more to me 
than | can put into words." 

Mr. Liddicott leaned forward, his eyes reflecting his love and 
acceptance. "Emily, we trust your judgment. A friend of yours is a friend of 
ours." 

Emily's eyes sparkled with excitement. She turned to her grandmother, 
hoping for her blessing as well. 

Mrs. Liddicott sighed, realizing that Emily was growing up and starting 
to navigate the world beyond their immediate family. She softened her tone 
and spoke with a mix of caution and love. "Emily, we want you to have 
wonderful experiences and make friends, but we also want to ensure your 
safety." 

Emily's heart sank as she feared her grandmother would say she 
couldn’t go. 

After a moment of contemplation, Mrs. Liddicott smiled warmly. "Emily, 
| can see how much this means to you, and | would never want to rain on 
your parade. | have one condition." 

Emily's eyes widened with anticipation as she eagerly waited for Mrs. 
Liddicott to continue. 

"| would feel much more comfortable if we went to the barbecue as a 
family," Mrs. Liddicott stated, her voice filled with a mixture of love and 
protectiveness. "That way, we can all get to know Raven's family together. | 
want to know for sure that you're in good company." 

Emily's heart soared with gratitude. She understood that her 
grandmother's concern came from a place of love. "Oh, that's an excellent 
idea! "That makes me so happy!" Emily wrapped her arms around both her 
grandparents, filled with a sense of immense gratitude and love. "I have the 
best grandparents in the whole world." 

Emily's grandparents realized that their little granddaughter was 
growing up, exploring new relationships, and embracing the world around 
her with an honest heart and an open mind. They couldn't help but feel a mix 
of pride and a painful tinge of nostalgia. Together, they would continue to 
navigate the journey of life, learning and growing alongside one another. 

Chapter XIII 
August 25, 2088 
Today has been quite eventful, and my heart is brimming with 


a mix of many emotions. I must confess, my temper got the better of 
me yesterday, and | deeply regret snapping at Randal. I'm 


disappointed in myself, but all | can do is try my best to be better. He 
can be nasty, but I feel a pang of empathy for him. He must be 
carrying burdens untold. I'm determined to make it up to him. 

On a lighter note, | had the pleasure of meeting Raven's 
mother, Mrs. Pruitt. Oh, what a joyous soul she is! She exudes warmth 
and style, just like Raven. Mrs. Pruitt was kind enough to offer me a 
ride home yesterday, and she so kindly invited me to their upcoming 
barbecue. I'm beyond thrilled! | gave my grandparents a bit of a scare 
when | didn't ride the bus home, but they forgave me. Grandmother 
was uncertain when | told her about the barbecue, but through the joy 
of compromise, we reached an agreement. Grandmother and 
Grandfather will be coming with me, and I'm so happy. | can already 
imagine the laughter and love that will fill the air. 

I sigh as I sit in bed. The days are brimming with new 
connections and unexpected turns. | hope to learn from mistakes, 
nurture relationships, and embrace the many adventures of life with 
an honest heart and an open mind. 


With love, 
Emily Elizabeth Liddicott ¥ 


Chapter XIV 
The rosy sun peered through the clouds at the start of a new day. Emily 
breathed a hopeful sigh as she stepped off the bus, thinking of what 
learning, camaraderie, and adventures may unfold. 

She walked into the bustling hallways with her chess set tucked 
securely in her book bag today. Excitement sparkled in her eyes as she 
made her way towards the school's bulletin board, looking for information 
about the school's chess club. Chess had always piqued Emily's interest and 
she wanted to pursue this hobby as her grandmother suggested. She 
admired the strategic intricacies as well as its respectful community and 
culture. Throughout the day, her mind danced with excitement, imagining 
the possibilities that awaited her in the chess club. 

She sat in her early classes attentively, taking good notes and being 
the best student she could be. She walked out of her natural science class 
with a determined stride, thinking of the game she loved. 

Emily hurried to the meeting spot for the chess club—a little room at 
the back of the school library. Her eyes widened with delight as she entered. 
The air was filled with the clacking of chess pieces and the murmur of 
conversation. It was a vibrant atmosphere, a world all its own. But Emily's 
heart sank as she saw a familiar face playing—it was Randal. 

Emily approached the table where Randal sat, keeping a polite 
distance. The game in progress was intense, with the players in deep 
contemplation. Emily admired the way Randal's brow’ furrowed _ in 
concentration; his gaze fixed on the chessboard. It took him a while to notice 
that Emily was standing over him. He gave her a nasty look. 

"Oh look," he said ruefully, "it's the porcelain doll." 

"Hey, Randal," she began tentatively. "I didn't expect to see you here. 
Are you a regular at the chess club?" 

Randal glanced at her, his guard still up, but there was a flicker of 
interest in his eyes. His eyes moved back to the chessboard as he made his 
next move. "Yeah, I've been playing for a while." 

Emily nodded, a glimmer of hope rising within her. "Chess is a beautiful 
game, isn't it? It's amazing how it brings people together." 


"You play?" Randal asked, his eyes fixed on the game. He made his 
move, and the game was over. He had won handily. Emily was surprised to 
see Randal, of all people, offer a handshake to the other player. Emily 
wondered if this was out of respect for his opponent or for the game itself. 

"My grandfather taught me how to play," Emily explained, "and I've 
been a diligent devotee ever since." 

"Cool," said Randal in a cold tone. Emily could feel the tension between 
them. The other player had walked away, leaving Randal and Emily together. 

"Hey, Randal," Emily began, her soft voice filled with sincerity. "l 
wanted to apologize for how | reacted the other day. | know | snapped at you, 
and it wasn't fair or kind." 

Randal looked up from the chessboard, his gaze meeting hers, as he 
hadn't expected this gesture from her. He shrugged slightly, his guard easing 
a fraction. "It's nothing. I'm... sorry | took your shoe." He looked like 
something else was weighing heavily on him. "That was weird. Check the lost 
and found. They should have it." 

Emily nodded, grateful for his understanding. She sat down and looked 
into his eyes with kindness and sincerity. "It's okay, Randal. Maybe we can 
start fresh, and | can treat you with the respect you deserve." 

Randal studied her for a moment, his expression unreadable. He gave 
a small nod, a gesture of acceptance. "Alright, we're straight." He reached 
out to her for a handshake, and Emily politely accepted. 

As the chess club buzzed with the sound of chess moves and 
conversations, Emily removed from her book bag the chess set she had 
brought. "Check this out," she said. 

Randal's eyes sparked with curiosity as Emily produced the old set. It 
was housed in an intricately designed wooden box with charming artwork 
and embossed lettering. She delicately lifted the lid, revealing a vintage 
chess set nestled inside. The pieces were of polished wood, and the 
delicately crafted board exuded an air of history. It had seen many games, 
but through the care of many generations, it remained in immaculate 
condition. 

"This belonged to my great-great-grandfather, Heinrich Liddicott," 
Emily explained. "It's been passed down through generations, and it's one of 
my most treasured possessions." 

Randal leaned in closer, studying the chess set with newfound interest. 
"Wow, that's a fancy set." 

"Indeed, it is!" Emily exclaimed. "Would you like to try it out with me?" 

Randal gave a rare smile but seemed to suppress it somewhat. "Sure," 
he said coolly. 

"Wonderful!" Emily replied. Emily beamed, pleased by Randal's 
interest. "Each piece has its own story, you know? They've witnessed 
countless games and carried the spirit of competition and camaraderie. It's 
fascinating to imagine the hands that have touched them over the years— 
people from different walks of life coming together in the name of chess." 


As Randal and Emily began their game of chess, the atmosphere grew 
more relaxed. 

"You know," Randal started, his voice softer than before, "I'm not a bad 
guy. Things just aren't always easy for me." 

Emily nodded understandingly, her gaze_ shifting between the 
chessboard and Randal's troubled expression. "It's okay, Randal. Is there 
anything you'd like to talk about?" 

Randal sighed, contemplating his words before continuing. "My parents 
have been going through a lot lately, and it feels like I'm always caught in 
the middle. | guess... sometimes | just get so angry and | take it out on other 
people, and it's not right." 

Emily listened mindfully, her hand hovering over a chess piece as she 
contemplated her next move. "I can only imagine how tough that must be for 
you," Emily replied with empathy and care. "It's not easy when the people 
we care about are going through difficult times. My grandparents are 
wonderful, but sometimes they argue with each other about what's best for 
me. But know that you don't have to face it alone. | can be a friend, if you 
need me." 

Randal's eyes briefly met Emily's. "Don't tell anyone we had this talk. 
It's just... weird to talk about it, and | don't want people to think I'm weak or 
rag on me because my family’s falling apart." 

Emily reached out to make her move, her voice gentle yet reassuring. 
"Oh no, Randal, opening up is a sign of great inner strength. It takes 
courage.” 

"| guess," Randal replied tentatively. 

"Just remember that you don't have to be defined by your struggles. 
You have the potential to be the man you want to be." 

"Maybe," Randal said, a hint of determination in his voice. "| do want to 
be somebody someday." 

Emily smiled warmly, her faith in Randal growing stronger with each 
passing moment. "You are somebody, Randal, and | believe in you." 

In that moment, every move carried the potential for growth and 
endless possibilities. As they played, Randal and Emily found solace, 
strength, and a burgeoning friendship. Emily would sign up for the chess 
club, and surely this was the first of many games between them. 

Chapter XV 
Emily's last class that day was piano. This would be her first day, but the 
ever-diligent Emily had already studied the syllabus and practiced each day. 
She was especially excited today because this would be the one class that 
Emily and Raven share. They took great care to remain studious and focused 
on the instruction, but couldn't stop smiling at each other. 

The final bell rang, signaling the end of the school day. Emily hurriedly 
packed her bag, excitement bubbling within her. The thought of practicing 
the piano with Raven made her heart dance with anticipation. 

Emily found Raven waiting by the class door, a cheeky grin lighting up 
her face. "Hey, Emily! Ready to make some beautiful music?" 


Emily nodded, her smile mirroring Raven's enthusiasm. "You bet! | 
can't wait to see what magic we can create together." 

They walked side by side down the hallway, their footsteps echoing 
against the tiled floor. Emily and Raven found themselves back in the piano 
room, ready to practice their Chopin. As they settled at the grand piano, a 
sheet of sheet music caught Emily's eye—Chopin's Nocturne in E-flat Major. 

"This piece is beautiful," Emily remarked, her fingers tracing the 
delicate notes on the page. "Our version is much simpler, but it's still filled 
with so much emotion." 

Raven nodded, a knowing smile on her lips. "I never listened to 
classical music, really. | mean, I've always heard it but never listened before, 
you know? Some of it’s alright. Anyway, let's get crackin’, shall we?" 

Emily politely nodded. Raven wasn't very good, but to Emily, the room 
was filled with an enchanting song, with each note striking her heart with 
grace and elegance. Emily felt her heart pounding with a mixture of 
admiration and perhaps something more. 

Raven sighed, and the music stopped. "Ugh, | suck." 

"No," Emily protested, "you're beautiful and amazing. Please keep 
going." 

As they reached the climax of the piece, their eyes met, and for a 
fleeting moment, Emily thought she saw something in Raven's gaze. "Do you 
wanna try?" Raven asked. 

"Sure," Emily replied, taking a seat at the piano. As Emily and Raven 
continued their piano practices together, the music became the backdrop to 
their growing friendship. Emily paused and turned to Raven with a warm 
smile. "You know, Raven, | think you're pretty special." 

"Trust me," Raven replied, "I'm not. My only talent is disappointing 
people." 

Emily looked at Raven with surprise, her fingers lingering on the piano 
keys. "Raven, why would you say that? You're far from a disappointment. In 
fact, you're one of the most excellent and genuine souls I've ever met." 

Raven's eyes flickered with a mix of vulnerability and curiosity. "You 
really think that, don't you?" 

"Absolutely," Emily affirmed. "But it's not just about your talent. It's 
about who you are as a person. You are kind and compassionate, and you 
have this unique way of making people feel seen and heard." 

Raven's expression softened, a hint of a smile tugging at the corners of 
her lips. "Thank you, Emily. | don't usually hear such kind words. Sometimes 
I'm amazed that you're a real person. | wish | could be as sweet and pure as 
you." Something seemed to be weighing heavily on her mind. "The reason 
my family moved to this parish is because of me screwing everything up." 

Emily stopped playing and turned to Raven with a look of concern. 
"What do you mean?" Emily asked. 

"Got kicked out of two other schools. There's only so much | can take 
before | fight back, you know? I'm not about to let people walk all over me. | 
have no tolerance for that." 


Emily's eyes widened as she listened to Raven's words, and her heart 
filled with empathy and a desire to understand. She reached out and gently 
placed her hand on Raven's arm. "Raven, it's okay. We all have our struggles 
and moments of frustration. It doesn't make you any less worthy. | hope you 
can grow, learn, and love yourself." 

Raven sighed, her shoulders sagging under the weight of her emotions. 
"Thanks, Emily. Sometimes it just feels like I'm always causing trouble or 
disappointing people. My family thought moving here would give me a fresh 
start, but I'm scared that I'll mess things up again. You wouldn’t believe how 
much | was holding back when Jerkules was hassling me yesterday.” 

Emily's grip on Raven's arm tightened, conveying her support and 
reassurance. "You're not alone, Raven. We all make mistakes and face 
challenges, even me. We don't have to face them alone. Don't let setbacks 
define you." 

Raven looked into Emily's eyes, her own filled with a mix of gratitude 
and vulnerability. "Thank you, Emily. I've got a good friend looking out for 
me. And if people hassle you, I've got your back, too." 

Emily smiled warmly. "You don't have to thank me, Raven. Friends are 
there for each other unconditionally." 

A glimmer of determination sparked in Raven's eyes. "You're right, 
dude. | know | shouldn’t let my past control my future.” Raven's smile grew, 
a newfound strength radiating from her. "Are you my guardian angel?" 

"Well, | may not have wings or a halo, but maybe I'm your guardian 
best friend!" 

Raven gave a warm smile and removed a notebook from her backpack. 
“Here, | want to give you my phone number.” 

Emily squealed with joy. “Oh, that’s wonderful! I’m so happy!” 

Their music became intertwined with a renewed sense of 
determination and hope. Emily and Raven knew they could face whatever lay 
ahead. 

Chapter XVI 

Emily's eyes fluttered open the next morning, and she blinked away the 
remnants of sleep and sweet dreams, giddy to face the new day with grace 
and optimism. The gentle sun beamed through the clouds and through her 
bedroom window, casting a warm glow. As her mind gradually cleared, a 
realization hit her—it was Friday. There was no school on Fridays in Far Land. 
For other kids, it may have been a day to savor, and indulge in leisurely 
pursuits. But Emily couldn't help but feel disappointed by the days without 
school. 

As Emily made her way to the bathroom to freshen up, she couldn't 
help but think about how close she had come to following her usual morning 
routine. She could have very well been outside waiting for the bus had she 
not caught herself. 

The smell of freshly brewed coffee and warm buttered toast greeted 
her as she made her way down the stairs and into the kitchen. Her 
grandparents were already seated at the table, engaged in their own 


morning routines. Mr. Liddicott sat at the head of the table, a cup of 
steaming coffee in one hand and his usual morning newspaper, The Daily 
Daily, in the other. 

"Morning, my dear," Mr. Liddicott greeted her with a warm smile. 
"Have a seat. The weather forecast says rain is coming to visit. The poppies 
ought to like that." 

Emily pulled out a chair and sat down, a sense of comfort settling over 
her as she joined her grandparents. "Oh goodness," she replied, "the 
barbecue is this weekend." 

Mrs. Liddicott poured Emily a cup of hot tea to boost her spirit, along 
with toast spread with peach preserves. "It's okay, Em. Who's to say what 
the weather will be?" 

Emily contemplated the possibility of rain. "If it is to shower, a 
barbecue in the rain could be a unique experience." 

Mr. Liddicott's face lit up with excitement. "Now that's an idea! 
Wouldn't that be something?" 

Mrs. Liddicott, on the other hand, raised an eyebrow and shook her 
head gently. "Oh, you two, I'm not so sure about having a barbecue in the 
rain. That sounds dreary, and the food could get wet." 

"We could all bring umbrellas!" Emily replied hopefully. 

Mr. Liddicott softly laughed to himself. He lowered his morning paper, 
and his eyes gleamed with delight. "Did you know your grandmother and | 
got married in the rain?" 

Emily's eyes widened with curiosity, and a smile tugged at the corners 
of her lips. "Really, Grandfather? In the rain?" 

Mr. Liddicott chuckled, his eyes sparkling with nostalgia. "Yes, indeed. 
It was summer, about a million years ago, and just aS we were about to 
exchange our vows, a sudden shower met us. But we decided to embrace 
the rain and go on with the ceremony. It was a beautiful and unforgettable 
moment." 

Emily's heart swelled with warmth as she pictured her grandparents, 
standing under the rain, shielded by their love, and starting their journey 
together. "That sounds absolutely beautiful. What a precious moment." 

Mrs. Liddicott smiled as she took a bite of her toast, shaking her head 
as she reminisced. "Oh, let's not forget how your grandfather and | spent the 
first ten years of our marriage gallivanting all over Aluhmbia. I've had 
enough rainy days for a lifetime." She paused and sipped her coffee, sighing 
as she reminisced. "But we were in love." 

"And we still are," Mr. Liddicott interjected, placing his wrinkled hand 
over his wife's. 

Emily beamed with joy, her heart swelling with gratitude for this 
precious moment. "Maybe I'll find a love like yours someday." 

Mrs. Liddicott's eyes softened as she gazed at Emily, her voice filled 
with warmth and wisdom. "Oh, love is a beautiful journey. It may take 
unexpected turns and lead you to places you never imagined, but it's worth 


every step. Love will surely find you when the time is right, so don’t move 
too fast." 

Emily nodded in agreement and sipped her tea. "You're the best 
grandparents | could ask for. You're my guardians and my friends. Oh, that 
reminds me. Raven gave me her phone number, and | was hoping | could call 
her today." 

Mrs. Liddicott's eyes twinkled with curiosity as she set her teacup 
down. "Oh, that girl you've been spending so much time with I’m sure you'll 
make many more friends this year as well." 

Emily nodded, a soft blush tinting her cheeks. "Yes, Grandmother. 
We've become such good friends. When I'm with her, | feel like | can do 
anything." Her hands clasped with excitement. "Oh, maybe she could come 
visit." 

Mrs. Liddicott's expression turned thoughtful. "That sounds like a lovely 
idea, dear. Just remember to take it one step at a time. Building a strong 
friendship takes time. Don't be in such a rush." 

Emily smiled gratefully at her grandparents' wisdom. "Thank you, 
Grandmother. I'll keep that in mind. I'm just really grateful to have Raven in 
my life." She gently sat down on her teacup and cleared her throat. "May | 
please give her a call at least?" 

Mrs. Liddicott reached over and gently squeezed Emily's hand. "Of 
course, dear. Just remember to take things at your own pace and always stay 
true to yourself." 

With a renewed sense of confidence and excitement, Emily finished her 
breakfast, knowing that the path ahead was filled with possibilities. She 
would cherish the connection she had with Raven, and, with good fortune, 
their friendship would blossom. 

Chapter XVII 
Emily gently cradled the vintage, cream-colored telephone in her hands as 
she made the call to Raven. Emily's heart raced with anticipation as she 
picked up the phone receiver, her finger playfully twirling its coiled cable. 

"Hello?" Raven's voice flowed through, sounding a little ragged. 

"Good morning, Raven. This is Emily Liddicott," she replied, her voice 
unintentionally laced with a touch of formality and professionalism. 

The pause that followed her greeting felt heavy, as if the weight of 
Raven's emotions hung in the air. 

"Raven... is everything alright?" Emily asked, her voice filled with 
concern. 

Raven took a deep breath, trying to steady her voice. "I'm sorry, 
Emily," she replied, trembling slightly. "I've had a tough morning. This 
SUCkS." 

Emily's empathy radiated through the phone line. "Oh, I'm so sorry. 
Take all the time you need. I'm ready to listen if you want to talk. Or | can 
call back if this is a bad time." 

"No, you're fine. I'm glad you called. I'm sorry if | sound a little off. It's 
just... my dad reached out to me today." 


Emily's polite and formal demeanor softened as she sensed Raven's 
distress. "Oh, Raven, I'm here for you. I'd be happy to listen if you care to 
share." 

There was a brief pause before Raven spoke again, and Emily could 
feel frustration and pain in her voice. "My dad wants to reconnect with me 
out of the blue. He's been a deadbeat all my life, coming in and out and 
always causing drama. Like, does he really think | want him in my life after 
all the hell he's put me and my brothers through? If my mom lets him back in 
my life, I'm out of here." 

Emily's heart sank, her empathy for Raven deepening. "I'm so sorry, 
Raven. It must be difficult for you to deal with all of this. Family can be hard 
sometimes. How are you feeling?" 

Raven let out a sigh, carrying a mix of anger and hopelessness. "! feel 
angry. | feel betrayed. It's like he thinks he can just skip back in like nothing 
ever happened." 

Emily's voice was filled with support and understanding. "It's okay to 
feel that way sometimes. Just remember to do what's best for you, Raven. 
Running away sounds dangerous." 

"| just... | can't bear the thought of him hurting us again and bringing 
chaos into our lives. | know running away is stupid. It's just this 
overwhelming feeling, you know?" 

Emily nodded out of habit, even though Raven couldn't see her. "I hear 
you. Hey, if you ever get ready to get up and run away, give me a call, okay? 
| won't tell you what to do, but | want to help you make the best choice. | 
care about you." 

Raven laughed to fight back the tears. "You really are my guardian 
angel. | love you, man." 

Emily's heart skipped a beat, touched by Raven's sweet words. Her 
voice was filled with genuine warmth and affection. "Oh, Raven, I'm so 
delighted to hear that. | love you too, my dear friend. You are strong, 
resilient, a little tall, and so beautiful." 

“You're too sweet, dude. The barbecue is tomorrow. You can stop by 
around noon. The address is 421, Blue John Avenue no. 74. Go north through 
Skyborough, and turn right at a litthe Ramen shop—which by the way we 
need to visit sometime—and we'’re the third house from the stop sign.” 

“Oh,” said Emily, remembering something. “My grandparents are a 
little protective of me, so they’d like to accompany me this time to get to 
know the Pruitts.” 

“Oh, that’s not a problem. My mom won’t mind.” 

As the conversation continued, Emily listened attentively, offering 
words of encouragement, and understanding to her dear friend. They both 
knew that navigating such difficult situations would take time and patience. 
But through their connection and support for each other, they knew they 
could face the world together. 

Chapter XVIII 


Later that evening, as dark clouds rolled in, Emily found herself curled up on 
her bed, captivated by the glow of her old, wood-grain CRT television. 
Raindrops cascaded against her bedroom window, creating a soothing 
rhythm. 

On the screen, the opening credits of Galaxia /// filled her excitement. It 
was thrilling escape into worlds of adventure and danger. Emily's love for 
science fiction shone brightly in her eyes as she immersed herself in the 
intergalactic explorers, alien civilizations, and technologies beyond 
understanding. 

As raindrops pelted against the windowpane, Emily's fascination with 
the unknown only intensified. She even imagined herself donning a spacesuit 
like in Raven's drawing, traversing distant planets, and encountering strange 
life forms. Her mind brimmed with ideas and possibilities, weaving stories of 
her own within the expansive universe of imagination. 

She couldn't help but wonder how Raven would fit into her own cosmic 
adventures. Would they journey through the stars together, exploring the 
unknown expanse? The thought of sharing such an extraordinary experience 
with Raven sent a thrill through Emily's body. 

As the film continued and the rain grew more intense, Emily was too 
lost in her imagination to notice either. 

Chapter XIX 
Emily stood in front of her bedroom mirror the next morning with a sense of 
anticipation bubbling within her. Today was the day of the big barbecue. 
With a smile, she carefully picked out her best dress, a flowing sundress 
adorned with vibrant floral patterns best befitting a summer barbecue. 

Next came a pair of delicate earrings, twinkling with tiny charms. She 
carefully fastened them, and their gentle tinkle was like a playful chime. 

Taking a moment to compose herself, she reached for the bottle of 
Moonlight Harmony body mist on her dresser. With a soft press, a delicate 
mist enveloped her, carrying the enchanting fragrance of night-blooming 
flowers with tones of mystery. It was a scent that carried a sense of 
connection between her and Raven. 

Emily stood before the mirror once again, admiring her transformation. 
Her dress accentuated her poise and grace; the earrings added a glimmer of 
elegance; and her fragrance carried an aura of mystique. She felt ready to 
embrace the day with an honest heart and an open mind. 

Emily danced down the stairs with a song in her heart, her sweet voice 
resonating with joy. 


The delicious aroma fills the air 
A bountiful feast that we all share 
Barbecue grills ablaze with delight 
Sizzling burgers with sunshine so bright 


Emily's heart filled with joy as she skipped into the living room, her dress 
swaying with each skip. Mr. and Mrs. Liddicott sat on the plush couch, their 


faces lighting up as they caught sight of their granddaughter. With a wide 
smile on her face, Emily rushed forward, her arms outstretched. She 
enveloped her grandparents in a tight hug, feeling their warmth and love 
surround her. "Grandmother! Grandfather!" she exclaimed, her voice filled 
with genuine delight. "I'm so excited for you to finally meet Raven and her 
family. This is the best day ever." 

Mr. Liddicott chuckled and patted Emily's back gently. "Oh, my dear, 
it's so good to see you," he said, his voice brimming with affection. 

Mrs. Liddicott joined in, wrapping her arms around Emily and 
showering her with kisses on the cheek. "Em, you look stunning," she said 
softly, her voice full of grandmotherly tenderness. 

Mr. Liddicott was dressed in a crisp button-down shirt, neatly tucked 
into a pair of khaki pants. His polished shoes completed the classic yet 
casual look. Mrs. Liddicott wore a simple ankle-length gown paired with a 
wide-brimmed hat. Together, Mr. and Mrs. Liddicott carry warmth and old- 
world charm. 

With their spirits high and excitement in the air, Emily, her 
grandparents, and Mr. Liddicott made their way out the front door and into 
the driveway. Waiting for them was Mr. Liddicott's beloved old pickup truck. 

Emily hopped into the back seat of the truck, feeling the cool leather 
against her skin. She loved the familiar scent of old leather mixed with a hint 
of gasoline, a scent that always brought back memories of summer 
adventures and road trips with her grandparents. 

As they pulled out of the driveway, clouds had begun to gather, casting 
uncertainty over the land, but they couldn't dampen Emily's spirits. She 
guided her grandparents with hope and unwavering optimism. 

Chapter XX 
Emily and her grandparents arrived at the barbecue, their old pickup truck 
rolling to a stop near the gathering. As they stepped out of the vehicle, 
Emily's eyes immediately sought out Raven, who was sitting on the porch 
with a radiant smile, waving hello. Her heart skipped a beat at the sight of 
her friend, and she couldn't help but return the wave with an enthusiastic 
one of her own. 

However, as her grandparents exchanged glances, Emily sensed a hint 
of surprise in their expressions. "Emily, you didn't tell me she was..." Mrs. 
Liddicott's voice trailed off, her words hanging in the air. 

Emily, unable to contain her excitement, finished the sentence for her 
grandmother. "So beautiful? Oh, isn't she lovely?" Her words tumbled out in 
a rush, a testament to the admiration and affection she held for her friend. 

Mr. Liddicott chuckled softly, a twinkle in his eyes. "Well, my dear, 
beauty comes in many forms, and it seems Raven has captured your eye. 
We're so happy for you." 

Mrs. Liddicott smiled warmly, understanding dawning in her eyes. "Yes, 
can see you are fond of her. | hope you make many friends this year." 

They stepped out, and as they approached the porch, Emily's 
anticipation grew. She couldn't wait to introduce Raven to her grandparents 


and witness the blossoming friendship between them. "Hello, my dear 
Raven," Emily said with much formality, her voice filled with warmth and 
excitement. "These are my magnificent grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. 
Liddicott." 

Raven stood up from her seat on the porch, a genuine smile gracing 
her lips. She extended her hand towards Mr. and Mrs. Liddicott, her eyes 
filled with kindness and curiosity. Raven greeted Emily with a hug. "Glad you 
could make it. And that's some dress you've got, dude. You're putting my T- 
shirt and jeans to shame." She turned toward Emily's grandparents. "It's a 
pleasure to meet you both," Raven said, her voice carrying a gentle melody. 
"You guys are a little early, so no one's here yet. My mom went out to get 
extra plates. We may get a little rain, but we'll make it work." 

Emily, Raven, Mr. Liddicott, and Mrs. Liddicott gathered on the porch 
getting to know one another. Raven exuded a cool and confident aura; her 
words were laced with wisdom and curiosity. She shared her passion for art. 
"Oh," she said, digging into her backpack. "This is for you." She held up some 
drawings for Emily. 

Mr. Liddicott leaned forward, his eyes fixed on the drawings, a smile 
playing at the corners of his lips. "An artist, | see," he remarked, his tone 
appreciative. "Hey, that's kind of cute." 

Raven shrugged modestly, a hint of a smile gracing her face. "I'm not 
amazing, but | guess it's the passion that counts," she replied, her words 
carrying a quiet confidence. She motioned to nearby chairs. "Grab a seat, 
guys. Make yourselves at home." 

Emily's eyes widened with delight as Raven presented her with the 
drawings. She eagerly took them in her hands, sitting down on the porch 
swing, marveling at the intricate lines and vibrant colors that adorned each 
piece. "Raven, these are incredible!" she exclaimed, her voice filled with 
genuine admiration. "I can see it's the two of us in outer space." 

"Maybe someday, huh?" said Raven cheekily. 

Mrs. Liddicott, on the other hand, kept her inner struggles hidden 
beneath a polite facade. Although she tried her best to appear cordial, there 
was a hint of discomfort in her eyes when she looked at Raven. Mrs. Liddicott 
hesitated for a moment before speaking, her voice tinged with unfamiliarity. 
"Emily, dear, you've made such a... unique friend," she said, her gaze 
momentarily flickering with uncertainty. 

Raven noticed Mrs. Liddicott's subtle unease and decided to bridge the 
gap. With a warm smile, she turned to Mrs. Liddicott. "Emily has two darn 
good grandparents. She is too pure for this world. I'm new here, but | can see 
that you guys are good people." 

Mrs. Liddicott's surprise mingled with curiosity. She had just met 
Raven, but something in her mind clicked; she could see that Raven was a 
perfectly sweet young girl. She felt guilty and disappointed in herself for 
being apprehensive. As Mrs. Liddicott glanced at Raven's artwork, she 
couldn't help but feel a growing sense of admiration for the young artist. 
Seeing her heartfelt depiction of Emily and Raven made her realize the bond 


the girls shared with each other. Mrs. Liddicott realized that her initial 
misgivings about Raven were entirely misguided, failing to see the genuine 
beauty and kindness that radiated from Raven's heart. 

As the gentle patter of raindrops began to echo, Raven and Mrs. 
Liddicott found themselves engaged in a thoughtful conversation. 

"Raven, your artwork is lovely," Mrs. Liddicott remarked, her voice 
carrying a genuine tone of appreciation. "I can see the passion and 
dedication you pour into every stroke, and that you care for Emily a great 
deal. We're happy for our dear Emily," she said, placing her hand over Mr. 
Liddicott's. 

Raven's eyes lit up with delight, and her smile was radiant as she 
humbly accepted the compliment. "Oh, I'm nothing special, but thank you. 
Art has always been my outlet. Every day is a good day if | can draw." 

Emily couldn't contain her enthusiasm and eagerly chimed in. "Raven's 
art is incredible, Grandmother! It's like stepping into a sweet dream." 

Mr. Liddicott nodded in agreement, his warm gaze fixed on Raven. "Art 
has a way of transcending boundaries, doesn't it? It speaks a universal 
language that touches the soul." 

Raven's expression softened, and she met Mrs. Liddicott's gaze with 
gentle understanding. "| guess art has a way of bridging differences, doesn't 
| ae 

The porch grew silent for a moment, the sound of rain serving as a 
serene backdrop to their conversation. Mrs. Liddicott found herself reflecting 
on the impact of Raven's words. 

As the day unfolded, Mrs. Liddicott found herself engaging in more 
meaningful conversations with Raven, appreciating her unique perspective, 
and cherishing the bond that was already forming between their families. 

Chapter XxXI 
Mrs. Pruitt returned home from the store and stepped out of her car, her 
arms laden with grocery bags. A smile graced her face as she spotted Emily 
and her grandparents on the porch. She approached them with a warm 
greeting, her voice filled with joy and hospitality. "Hey, Emily! I'm so glad 
you made it. Raven's been talking up a storm about you all day. And these 
must be your parents," she said flatteringly. "Welcome." 

Emily's eyes widened slightly, but before she could correct her, Mr. 
Liddicott stepped in with a gracious smile. "Oh no, I'm not a young man 
anymore. We're Emily's grandparents," he clarified. "I'm Mr. Liddicott, and 
this is my wife. It's a pleasure. I'd shake your hand, but you seem pretty 
loaded down." 

Mrs. Pruitt's eyes twinkled with warmth as she shook Mr. Liddicott's 
hand. "Well, it's great to meet you both," she replied, her voice brimming 
with friendliness. "You've raised a fine young woman. She’s good egg. Raven 
sure has taken a shine to her. Raven, sing that song you were singing about 
Emily." 

Raven's cheeks flushed with a mix of embarrassment and shyness at 
Mrs. Pruitt's request. "What? | wasn't singing," she denied. "| was reading a 


poem." Emily's eyes sparkled with delight at the thought of Raven reading 
poetry. 

Mrs. Pruitt couldn't help but chuckle at Raven's embarrassed reaction; 
her laughter was filled with warmth and affection. She understood her 
daughter's shyness and found joy in witnessing Raven's vulnerability. 
"Raven, open the door for me. Let these fine folks inside." 

Mrs. Liddicott gazed at Mrs. Pruitt with a smile that was genuine and 
warm. "Thank you for welcoming us into your home, Mrs. Pruitt. We're 
delighted to join you and your family for the barbecue. It's wonderful to see 
the friendship between our girls." 

The words brought a smile to everyone's faces, and a sense of 
belonging and acceptance filled the air. As the rain continued to fall outside, 
the porch became a sanctuary of laughter, stories, and connections, where 
the bonds of friendship and family were celebrated and cherished. 

Chapter XXII 
As Mrs. Pruitt led the group into their cozy home, they were greeted by the 
warm embrace of ponderosa pine walls, family pictures, and _ little 
knickknacks adorning’ shelves, capturing cherished memories’ and 
milestones. The familiar scent of a well-loved home filled the air, wrapping 
them in a comforting aura. 

Raven's younger brothers, Corey and Tyree, couldn't contain their 
mischievous spirits and immediately began teasing their sister. Corey 
nudged Raven with a playful grin. "Is that Emily?" he asked. "Hey, sis, 
remember that serenade you were singing about Emily? Why don't you sing 
it for us?" 

Tyree chimed in, unable to contain his laughter. "Yeah, come on, Rave! 
Don't be shy. We all want to hear your golden voice." 

Raven blushed, feeling a mix of embarrassment and amusement. She 
playfully rolled her eyes at her brothers’ persistent teasing. "Oh, come on," 
she protested. "| wasn't serenading anyone. | was just reading a poem out 
loud. When did poetry become such a crime in this house?" 

Corey and Tyree exchanged mischievous glances, clearly not 
convinced by Raven's explanation. They continued to prod her, their laughter 
echoing through the house. "We know you were serenading Emily, sis," 
Corey teased, a smirk playing on his lips. 

Tyree joined in, his voice filled with playful sarcasm. "Yeah, Rave, we 
saw the stars in your eyes when you looked at her. Don't try to deny it." 

Raven shook her head, unable to suppress a smile. Corey and Tyree 
laughed uproariously, satisfied with their teasing victory. They darted out the 
back door, leaving Raven and Emily's grandparents chuckling in their wake. 

Emily, ever understanding, leaned closer to Raven and whispered, 
"Don't worry, Raven. They're just having fun. And | promise | won't ask you to 
sing. Unless you want to." 

Raven's cheeks flushed pink, but her embarrassment melted away in 
the warmth of Emily's reassurance. "Thanks, Emily. They're my _ twin 
brothers, and they're both the evil twin." 


Everyone made their way to the back door, stepping out onto the 
spacious backyard deck. The deck, sheltered from the rain, provided a 
perfect gathering spot for the barbecue. The air was filled with the 
tantalizing aroma of grilled delights, and the sound of sizzling food danced in 
harmony with the humming tune of Raven's uncle, Oslo, who skillfully 
manned the grill. 

Raven introduced Emily and her grandparents to Uncle Oslo, who 
welcomed them with a warm smile and a twinkle in his eyes. "Well, well, 
what do we have here?" he exclaimed playfully, his voice carrying a friendly 
tone. "Raven, | see you've brought some fancy guests today. | didn't know I'd 
be grillin' for royalty." 

Emily's grandparents chuckled and exchanged amused glances. "Oh, 
well, we wanted to make a good impression," Mr. Liddicott replied, a hint of 
humor in his voice. "This is a far cry from our usual attire," Mrs. Liddicott 
chimed in. 

Uncle Oslo's playful teasing continued as he directed a wink at Raven. 
"Good to meet you both. I've known this troublemaker since she was knee- 
high. She's never been one for formalities, that's for sure." 

Raven rolled her eyes and playfully nudged her uncle. "Oh, come on, 
Unc’. Be nice." 

"Hey, Rave," her uncle Oslo chimed in, a mischievous twinkle in his 
eyes, "why don't you bless us with that stunning opera performance you 
were giving earlier?" 

Raven's eyes went wide, a mix of surprise and amusement dancing 
within them. "An opera now? You're making it sound so grandiose. | was just 
reading a... ah, forget it." She chuckled, shaking her head in playful disbelief. 

As Emily, her grandparents, and Raven settled down at a nearby table, 
the conversation flowed effortlessly. Emily and Raven spoke about their 
families, their dreams, and the joys and challenges of friendship. Their words 
were filled with warmth and understanding, forging a deeper bond between 
them. 

As the conversations flowed and the sense of connection deepened, 
Emily felt a surge of inspiration within her and a speech in her heart. She 
looked around at her newfound friends and her loving grandparents, and a 
determination ignited in her eyes. 

Emily began with her voice filled with conviction, "What a magical day 
this has become. I've learned something important this week. We all have 
our own stories, backgrounds, and experiences, but it is in embracing our 
differences and approaching one another with an honest heart and an open 
mind that we grow as individuals." 

She paused, taking a moment to let her words sink in, her gaze 
sweeping across the attentive faces surrounding her. "I guess it's easy to 
stick with what we know, to hold on tightly to the familiar, but when we open 
ourselves up to new people, new ideas, and new experiences, we foster 
growth and understanding. We enrich our lives and expand our worlds." 


Emily's voice grew stronger, fueled by her passion. "Let's not be bound 
by judgment or prejudice. Let's celebrate our differences and embrace the 
beauty of diversity. We can build bridges of friendship and empathy that go 
beyond the boundaries of our own little worlds." 

Emily's voice resonated with unwavering determination. "In the end, 
it's love, acceptance, and understanding that truly matter. It's through 
genuine connections and friendships that we become our best selves." 

The porch fell into a hushed silence, the weight of Emily's words 
hanging in the air. Slowly, a smile spread across Mrs. Liddicott's face, and 
her eyes shimmered with newfound understanding. 

"You’ve got a knack for speaking, Em," Mrs. Liddicott said, her voice 
filled with pride and love. "Well said." 

Emily's heart swelled with joy as she realized the impact her words had 
had. In that moment, she knew that their journey, filled with twists and turns, 
had led them to a place of unity and acceptance. 

Raven's eyes shimmered with admiration as she looked at Emily, her 
voice filled with genuine awe. "Wow," she said softly. "Did you rehearse 
this?" 

Emily's smile grew, her eyes sparkling with sincerity. "| guess it was 
written on my heart in this moment." 

Emily reached out and gently clasped Raven's hand, their connection 
growing stronger. 

Together, Emily, Raven, and their families sat at the table, continuing 
their conversation with renewed purpose. They delved into stories of family, 
shared dreams and aspirations, and spoke of successes and losses. And as 
the sun began to speak through the clouds—casting a warm, golden glow 
over their gathering—they cherished the bonds they had forged and 
embraced the endless possibilities that lay ahead. 

Chapter XXIll 
The setting sun cast a warm golden glow over the back yard as Mr. and Mrs. 
Liddicott found themselves engaged in conversation with the Pruitts. The air 
was filled with laughter and the joyful chatter of friends and family who had 
gathered to celebrate this special occasion. The sounds of merriment 
continued as more guests arrived. 

Meanwhile, Emily and Raven had retired into Raven's bedroom. They 
sat cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by posters of bands and shelves 
filled with young adult novels. Emily appreciated how Raven's books differed 
from her own. 

Emily listened to Raven attentively, her eyes filled with understanding 
as her friend poured out her fears and frustrations. The room was bathed in 
the soft glow of bedside lamps, creating a safe space for their heartfelt 
conversation. 

With a gentle touch on Raven's arm, Emily spoke softly, her voice a 
soothing balm. "Change can be overwhelming, | know. It's okay to feel 
apprehensive about the unknown, especially when it seems like everything 


around you is in constant motion. But change also brings new beginnings 
and opportunities for growth." 

Raven sighed, her shoulders slumping as she let out a heavy breath. "I 
know, but sometimes it feels like I'm constantly starting over from scratch. 
Just when I'm getting comfortable, we pack up and move again. It's hard to 
keep up, and it's even harder to let people in, Knowing that | might have to 
say goodbye." 

Emily's eyes met Raven's, her gaze filled with compassion. "Well, | 
can't pretend to fully understand what you're going through, Raven, but | do 
know that change is a wondrous part of life. It's through how we navigate 
change that we’re able to grow." 

Raven nodded, her expression a mix of vulnerability and longing. "I 
want to believe that, Emily. | want to open my heart to new friendships and 
experiences—especially since | met you. But sometimes it's easier to build 
walls and keep people at a distance. It hurts less that way when life keeps 
throwing wrenches in my machine." 

Emily reached out, taking Raven's hand in hers, offering reassurance 
through her touch. "| understand the fear, Raven, but | think when we build 
walls, we also shield ourselves from discovering incredible connections and 
lifelong friendships. 

Raven's gaze softened, and a flicker of hope danced in her eyes. 
"You're right, Emily. Sorry, I'm not trying to be a downer. I'm really having a 
great time today." 

Emily squeezed Raven's hand gently, her voice filled with unwavering 
support. "You don't have to face it alone, Raven. I'm so happy you took a 
chance and let me in." 

Raven let out a small sigh, her guard slowly melting away. "Thank you, 
Emily. It means the world to me to have someone who understands and 
supports me." 

Emily smiled, a comforting presence beside her friend. "That's what 
friends are for, Raven. We're here for each other through the ups and downs, 
the uncertainties and changes. No matter where life takes us, our friendship 
will remain a constant source of Support and strength." 

Raven let out a gentle laugh. "That's what guardian best friends are 
for." As their laughter subsided, a sense of warmth settled between them, 
filling the room with an unspoken understanding. 

Emily pointed to Raven's bookshelves. "Dear friend, I'd love to know 
about your favorite books. This seems like a lovely collection." 

Raven's eyes lit up with excitement as she followed Emily's gaze to her 
cherished bookshelves. In that quiet moment, the weight of Raven's worries 
seemed a little lighter, as if the burden had been shared and eased. “I'll tell 
you all about them, but first, er, do you want to hear the poem?” 

“Absolutely!” Emily was brimming with anticipation. 

Raven cleared her throat and took a deep breath before reading from 
her notebook. 


In the cosmic expanse, where dreams are told 
/ glimpse a stellar sight, like a tale I've heard 
A space angel, on wings like diamonds 
Shining with radiance, as the stars sing 


Those wings, a celestial embrace 
Glowing like flawless gems in firelight 
Each feather is a beacon, igniting the night 
Guiding lost souls, bringing comfort and warmth 


They glisten like crystal, with purity and grace 
Unfolding mysteries, transcending time 
With every beat, a symphony of elegance 
Bringing me hope that I can shine half as bright 


Mr. and Mrs. Liddicott had come inside and caught a glimpse of Emily 
and Raven sharing a tender moment, their connection felt even from a 
distance. Mr. Liddicott turned to his wife with a twinkle in his eye. "Look at 
them, dear," he said. "Our Emily has found a good friend." 

Mrs. Liddicott nodded, her heart brimming with happiness. "Yes," she 
said, her voice filled with warmth, "Elizabeth would be proud." 

Mr. Liddicott placed a comforting hand on his wife's shoulder, their 
gaze fixed on the two girls, who seemed to have formed an unbreakable 
bond. The room was filled with a sense of serenity and hope. 

Chapter XXIV 
The next day arrived with a sense of hope and uncertainty. The sun bathed 
the world in its gentle warmth as a new week dawned. Emily sat at the 
kitchen table across from her grandfather, their concentration felt as they 
moved their pieces with careful consideration. The familiar sound of the 
chess pieces clinking against the wooden board filled the room. 

"Checkmate," Mr. Liddicott declared with a grin, his eyes twinkling with 
victory. 

Emily chuckled and leaned back in her chair. "Well played, 
Grandfather. You always manage to outsmart me." 

Mr. Liddicott chuckled in response. "Defeat is a good teacher, my dear. 
You're getting much better. You'll have me beat before you know it." 

Emily nodded, her gaze shifting to the kitchen, where the scent of fried 
pies wafted through the air. "You seem right at home on the chessboard. I'll 
have to practice, practice, practice. Speaking of which, Grandmother seems 
to be in her element as well. | can't wait to taste those fried pies." 

Mr. Liddicott's eyes crinkled with fondness. "Your grandmother has 
always had a way with cooking. Those fried pies will be a treat. After such an 
eventful week, you deserve nothing less." 

Emily laughed as she reflected on her journey over the week, thinking 
of her place in the world. "We're not like other families at all, are we? I'ma 
little odd." 


Mr. Liddicott's smile softened with affection. "Oh, my dear Emily, there 
is no such thing as 'normal' when it comes to families. Each one has its own 
charm. He reached out to gently squeeze Emily's hand. "You're not odd, my 
dear. You're extraordinary. You have a kind heart, a curious mind, and a 
spirit that shines like a diamond.” 

Emily's eyes sparkled with gratitude. "Thank you, Grandfather. Your 
words always give me strength and comfort. "Life may be filled with ups and 
downs, but as long as we stay true to ourselves and cherish the love of 
friends and family, we can overcome any obstacle and find joy in our shared 
journey." 

Mrs. Liddicott paused from her cooking, her eyes brimming with love as 
she looked at Emily and her grandfather. She walked over to them, a warm 
smile gracing her lips. "You remind me so much of your mother," she said, 
her voice filled with love and reflection. "| see the best of her in you." 

As they continued their conversation, Emily poured her heart out to her 
grandparents, sharing the highlights and hurdles of her week. She spoke of 
her classes, where she was thriving and enjoying the thrill of learning. She 
spoke of her newfound friendship with Raven, a bond that had quickly grown 
strong and had become a source of support and joy. Emily admitted the 
difficulties she faced with Randal but expressed her hope that, with time and 
understanding, they could find a way to mend their relationship. 

As the aroma of fried pies grew stronger and the day unfolded before 
them, Emily and her grandfather knew that whatever challenges and 
adventures awaited them, they would face them together. They were 
fortified by their bond, the love of their family, and the unwavering hope that 
each new day brings. 

Epilogue 
Life had settled into a comforting rhythm. Emily had grown even closer to 
Raven, their friendship thriving with each passing day. They shared countless 
adventures, laughter, and late-night conversations filled with hopes and 
dreams. 

The sun was shining brightly one day as Emily and Raven sat on the 
Liddicotts' front porch, planning their next activity. Emily's grandparents 
approached with mischievous smiles on their faces. "What's the plan for 
today, girls?" Mr. Liddicott asked with a playful twinkle in his eye. 

Emily's eyes widened in surprise. "Well, we were actually thinking of 
going to see the new Galaxia movie at the theater. Raven isn't a big fan of 
such films, but she wanted to come with me anyway." 

Mrs. Liddicott's smile grew wider. "Well, | might have known. We've 
decided to join you," he said as he held his wife's hand. 

Emily blinked, momentarily taken aback. "Really? You want to come 
with us to the movies? That's wonderful!" 

Her grandparents nodded, their love for Emily shining in their eyes. 
"We may be of a different generation, my dear, but we can embrace the new 
because we love you so. 


Excitement filled the air as the four of them made their way to the 
movie theater. Emily could hardly contain her joy, grateful for the bond that 
connected different generations and allowed them to share in each other's 
passions. 

Emily knew that no matter what lay ahead, she would always have her 
loving grandparents by her side, cherishing the old while embracing the new 
with an honest heart and an open mind. Just as Mr. and Mrs. Liddicott, Emily 
and Raven would leave the theater hand-in-hand. 


The End 


